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By Josh Loeb

Vets are at the forefront of a government-backed campaign to warn would-be dog owners to be on alert for unscrupulous breeders amid a surge in online puppy advertising.

The campaign against 'petfishing' -- a term coined to describe the online pet trade version of 'catfishing' scams, whereby people create false personas on internet dating platforms -- is gathering pace amid alarm at a lockdown-fuelled boom in demand for puppies.

Alongside UK chief veterinary officer Christine Middlemiss and Catherine Henstridge (or 'Cat the Vet' as she is known through her blog and on social media), celebrities including model David Gandy, and TV personalities Paul O'Grady and Amanda Holden, have signed an open letter about the issue.

They warn that if people do not adequately research sellers before parting with their money, they may be hoodwinked into buying a sick puppy that has been bred in unsanitary and unethical conditions.

Health problems that these puppies can experience include genetic defects due to poor breeding, as well as parasitic problems and viral infections such as parvovirus. In addition, behavioural problems can be more likely in dogs bred in puppy farms, animal welfare experts say.

Online marketplace Preloved reported that the number of pet listings on its site has increased by nearly 50 per cent since March, with a further boom in adverts anticipated this summer. Likewise, the website Pets4Homes experienced a six-fold increase in new user accounts and an average of 155 views per new pet advert in recent months.

Both Preloved and Pets4Homes are now supporting the government's new Petfished campaign, which urges people to stop and ask: 'Who is the person behind the pet?'

According to the campaign, there has been a 125 per cent increase in online adverts for puppies, kittens, dogs and cats in recent months -- yet demand continues to outstrip supply.

Google searches for 'buy a puppy' have increased by 166 per cent since lockdown was announced in March, according to Dogs Trust.

> Prospective pet owners must be aware of sinister sellers

Middlemiss said: 'Prospective pet owners must be aware of sinister sellers out there who breed animals purely for profit with zero concern for their welfare. The devastating consequences include crippling vet bills and, in the worst cases, animals having to be put down.

'It's vitally important that people not only research the breed of animal they want but also the person selling it to them.'

Others involved in the campaign include animal charities Battersea Dogs and Cats Home, Dogs Trust, the Kennel Club, Cats Protection, PDSA, Blue Cross and the RSPCA.

To spot petfishing, the public are being urged to identify warning signs using the acronym 'SPOT':

• **S**eller -- Put the seller's name and phone number into a search engine, avoid those with multiple adverts.

• **P**arent -- Make sure you see puppies and kittens in their home with their mother.

• **O**ld enough -- Check puppies and kittens are at least eight weeks old before you take them home.

• **T**reatment -- Ask to see the animal's health records and avoid sellers who can't provide them.

Greater Manchester and the West Midlands have been identified by the RSPCA as two of the worst affected areas of the country. Petfishing cases increased in these areas five-fold and seven-fold, respectively, between 2008 and 2018.
